
Ksenia Ivanenko: Thank you so much for your time. Could you first introduce 
yourselves, tell a few words about what you are, and what your role in 
organizing this event was. 

Su-Min Shen: My name’s Su-Min Shen, I’m a geographer form the 
Department of Geography of the National Taiwan Normal University, and local 
organizer of the 2010 International Geography Olympiad. 

Lex Chalmers: And I’m Lex Chalmers, I’m the chairperson of the IGU 
Commission on Geographical Education and I’ve been delegated to work with 
the Task Force to support Su-Min and her colleagues with the setting up of the 
Olympiad. I’m a geographer from the University of Waikato in New Zealand. 

Chong Yi Den: And I’m Chong Yi Den, a geographer, a geologist and 
oceanographer, I’m good at everything. Particularly I designed a part of the 
fieldwork test, the order of procedures at the exam, the questions, and other 
things. I’m just in charge of trivial things to make people happy. 

Lex Chalmers: Important things, they are very important. I’m also assignment 
writer. It’s supposed to be a secret. I’m just kidding. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: The first question is about the location. I’m just back from 
Israel, from the Conference in Tel-Aviv, and I’ve heard that some time ago the 
IGU Regional Conference and the Olympiad were held in the same country. 
What is the reason for having them in different places this year? 

Lex Chalmers: There was a serious concern, expressed by the number of 
people who are on the Task Force, and we felt that if we went to the Olympiad 
in Israel, we would not get the level of participation because of the concerns 
that people have expressed about being in Israel. Like you I was in Israel last 
week. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: I’ve heard that some people boycotted the Conference… 

Lex Chalmers: As for me, I needed to be in Israel from the Commission’s 
point of view. But the process we went through in the Task Force was to 
discuss this fully and frankly with all our colleagues who were there in Tunisia, 
And it was clear that we needed to find a place that was safe, so the process 
was to look for some alternative sites that we might go to, and we asked for 
people who might be interested in organizing the Olympiad. And there were 



three very good bids, and we are very pleased with the choice we’ve made. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: But why Taiwan and why Taipei? It’s pretty far; many 
participants are not used to the climate… 

Su-Min Shen: There is a list of requirements for being a venue to have the 
Olympiad. Every country that is interested in hosting the Olympiad has to 
correspond to these requirements. And the final decision is made by the IGU 
Task Force members. They make a kind of assessment to see which country 
is appropriate for this particular event. 

Lex Chalmers: I think there was something else as well. That is that we have 
previously organized a Regional iGeo in Asia. It was Asian-Pacific Regional 
Competition. And we knew that our colleagues in Asia would do a very good 
job, doesn’t matter if it’s in Cuba, to Taipei or even to Mexico, somewhere on 
the Pacific Rim. And so it was not a very big step to go from, saying the Asia 
Pacific Regional Contest. We were in Asia in 2000 and there is a rotation since, 
and I think it quite appropriate that we came to the Pacific. We don’t want all 
the time to be in Europe, we like to spread it out. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And we hope to hold the Olympiad in Russia in 2015 
together with the Conference. Ok and I know that the Olympiad consists of 
three different parts. Could you say a few words about them? 

Su-Min Shen: The first part is the written response test. Students are 
supposed to answer questions about major geographical issues around the 
world. The second one – my favorite – is the field work test, which consists of 
two parts. In the first part, the students will go to the field, to do the real 
observation, and they will write down what they have observed or what they 
will be asked to observe, and then put everything on a map, provided by the 
local organizer. And then this thing will be assessed. It will be a real 
assessment of observation skills that good geographer should have. The 
second part will be based on students’ observations and what they found in the 
field. It’s a kind of issue discussion, a decision-making thing. And the second 
part will be held indoors, whereas the first part is a real outdoors experience. 
So, students will not just do a test, but will really look at the environment. It’s 
something really new to them. I think it will be a challenge for students. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: I saw the weather forecast. If it rains, what will you do? 

Su-Min Shen: Oh, it doesn’t really matter what the weather will be like. It 



always snows in Russia, and you still do field work. So, no problem for that. 
But of course, sometimes there is a typhoon coming in the mid-summer. If 
there is some kind of regulation, if the government gives us the order, of 
course we will stop all activities, for the students’ safety. But otherwise, we will 
give raincoats to students. But the current weather forecast is quite good. And I 
wouldn’t worry so much about the rain, I worry more about humidity, especially 
I worry about people from European counties. The temperature should be fine, 
because normally it’s hot in many parts of the Northern hemisphere in summer 
too, but humidity can go up to 80% sometimes, and you sweat. But don’t worry, 
we have prepared well, we have arranged for the water supply. And I’m sure 
the team leaders have advised students to prepare properly for these 
conditions. They know what to expect. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: In the program, I saw a very good balance between work 
and cultural and social activities. What can the students expect? 

Su-Min Shen: Cultural functions are an important element of this event. This 
iGeo is not just for competition, it’s not just about the tests. It’s a cultural 
exchange and a chance to meet people. It’s equally important. So, we have 
had cultural functions from the very first Olympiad, I think. Each team prepares 
a piece of performance, a song, a dance, a game, they invite people to join. 
We emphasize the importance of cultural exchange. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: Why do you think it’s important? 

Su-Min Shen: You see, students dance to show their national dances, their 
national costumes, they sing in their own language, really famous national 
songs. They can do anything they like. 

Lex Chalmers: For example, the New Zealand boys, they are all boys, will do 
what’s called a Haka, that’s a Maori dance, it’s really special and is performed 
on several occasions. I think that the cultural stuff is something that 
distinguishes out Olympiad from other Olympiads, say in Mathematics, in 
Chemistry, in Physics. They are very much focused on the competition, and 
the narrowness, they don’t mix as much as we do. And so what we have done 
in the field work is not to allow four young men from New Zealand to work as 
four young men in New Zealand, but to mix them with students from Spain, 
wherever. That’s part of what we do in Geography, I think. Another cultural 
thing that we do, which is not in the competition, is the poster. 



Su-Min Shen: We also ask each team to prepare a poster. And the poster 
should concern major geographical issues in their own country. And students 
will display their posters in the very beginning of the event. Then they will get 
the chance to make a presentation of their poster to all the participants and 
they will vote for the best one. And the best one will get a surprise prize. 

Lex Chalmers: Another thing about cultural exchange. It’s very important 
when students from New Zealand or Spain or wherever come to Taiwan, that 
they may understand the culture of Taiwan. And what has been organized is a 
lot of visits to local cultural places. While with the poster we are talking about 
New Zealand and students are talking about New Zealand through the rest of 
the Olympiad. In the visits that we have organized, what is really important for 
us is that New Zealand is to understand how Taiwan works. So we want them 
to eat food, to smell the smells, ride on the public transport, we really want 
them to experience the culture in a way that’s not really possible for the young 
people to do independently. So, four young people from New Zealand, who 
travel a lot, the opportunity to come to new Taiwan is a really great thing. 
That’s also in the country’s interests, because they will know more about 
Taiwan. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And could you tell how many countries are participating in 
the event? 

Su-Min Shen: We have 27 teams and one observer from Turkey, and as a 
whole, 164 participants, among them 106 are students and 58 adults, including 
team leaders, observers and important persons, like Lex. Of course, there are 
volunteers. We have volunteers from the Geographical Society and the 
Department of Geography of the National Taiwan Normal University and also 
from the Sacred Heart Girls High School. We are very grateful for their full 
support, not just for equipments, the dormitory, the venues, but their stuff here 
is really involved in organizing things. They are wonderful, we are really 
grateful. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: 27 countries is an impressive number, but looking at the list 
of countries, I wonder, why there are no such countries as the US, France. 

Lex Chalmers: The United States has an independent competition, and it’s 
the National Geographic Competition, the Canadians, I felt have, always had 
interest in participating, and I’m really disappointed that France hasn’t been in 
the Olympiad. But the countries that tend to make up most of the numbers are 



from Europe, like Russia. The United States we miss, Mexico has been a 
regular and a very good competitor. But we miss most of the South America. 
We had Tunisia only in 2002 and 2004. So the biggest move in the last 10 
years for me has been picking up the interest in our colleagues in Asia. I think 
it was the Asia Pacific Conference that really aroused people’s interest. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: Could you comment which countries are traditionally 
considered strong in terms of Geography education? 

Su-Min Shen: This should be the question for the team leaders. All countries 
have good Geography education, and I think Lex should be expert on this. As 
in Taiwan’s case, it is compulsory for students to study Geography in junior 
high school for three years, and also compulsory for another two years in high 
school, which means that from 12 years old to 17 years old all students have to 
do Geography from 1 to 3 hours a week. And that’s a lot! And in the last year of 
high school, only science-oriented students will do Geography, but still this 
means that half of all students will do Geography for 6 years and other 
students for 5 years. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And what countries’ teams have traditionally been leaders? 

Su-Min Shen: It changes. I’ve been into the Olympiad since 2002. As I can 
recall, Polish students have been very good, Romanian students, students 
from Estonia, from Finland have been very impressive, and also students from 
Australia have been getting better and better in terms of winning medals. And 
as for the test questions, students from Taiwan are not very familiar with this 
type of questions, so it’s really a big challenge for us. But in my personal view, 
I think it’s a really good way to promote Geography, so I liked very much to 
introduce these tests, especially the field work test, to my country, to introduce 
them to Geography teachers in high school, and introduce these tests for 
teaching purposes, not just for international tests. So, for students from Taiwan 
winning a medal is not easy, but we are getting better and better. We got two 
bronze medals in Tunisia two years ago. We will also have a new thing, a 
Geography Education Day. Its aim is to invite local Geography teachers to 
have a chance to talk with international team leaders, and people from the 
Task Force, from the Commission of Geography Education of the IGU. This 
will not be an event only for the participants, but for a wider audience, to make 
this event more beneficial. Teachers in this country are very keen to learn 
more, they are very keen to learn what happens in the world, what other 
Geography teachers in the world are teaching, what their teaching methods 



are. They are very enthusiastic and I think it’s a great chance for teachers, 
team leaders, professionals, professors from different countries to have a 
face-to-face interaction. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: Lex, do you have anything to add? 

Lex Chalmers: The other thing which is interesting about the Competition is 
that the language of the Competition is English. I think that privileges 
English-speaking people considerably, and I think it’s important that we try to 
make it as easy for people from China, from Taiwan , from places where 
English is not the first language. So I think that has influenced the choice of 
whether people come or not. If you are coming from Kenya, you probably 
speak English, if you’re coming from Chile, you speak Spanish and so it’s very 
difficult to make that. So, because we have a problem with this, we do a lot of 
work with the team leaders, to make sure that translations are available 
through the team leaders. Having said that, my view of the strongest teams in 
the Competition as probably those, I think Romania has always impressed me, 
I think Finland has impressed me. Estonia came through with a very good 
candidate in 2006. And I think that the critical thing that makes them so strong 
is that they take it really seriously. Their governments say, Have a training 
camp, go away for two or three weeks and do nothing else but prepare for the 
Olympiad. We have one meeting that lasts for two days for our people to train. 
And our young people are at least 6 months younger because the age is 
defined in a different way in the Northern hemisphere. And we always feel that 
we are working a bit harder that we should have to. But I think that having 
English as the official language of the Geographical Olympiad is really critical 
and it is better ,than what is managed in some of the other Olympiads where 
translation has to be agreed on every question across the board. We don’t 
organize ourselves that way. And I think that it means that such countries as 
Romania or Finland at least have the chance for their very good students to 
get their governments’ investment, and that can do wonders. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: Of course the governmental support is important, but what 
are other key things for a team to win? 

Su-Min Shen: It’s important to get a proper training in advance, but this event 
is not just about the test ,it’s not just about competition, it’s also about cultural 
exchange and all kinds of things 

Lex Chalmers: I think one of the rules of the competition is that each team has 



to be selected on the basis of their national competition in their country. And in 
New Zealand we have a competition that reaches about 350 schools, they are 
all eligible to participate at the first level and then at the second level, if they 
have made it to the final selection. So I think good preparation is important, 
having a good national system is important, having government support is 
important. And we are lucky that we have just turned the corner and now we 
have an organization which supported all seven Olympiads in which New 
Zealand participated. And the government gives us some money; it’s 
coordinated in a way that we feel that we expect to get better. 

Su-Min Shen: We have had a similar situation in Taiwan. The government 
actually sponsored us from the first Olympiad we went to in 2002, but with I 
would say a limited amount. And compared with other Olympiads it’s a small 
amount of money and support. But, we got full support from the Ministry of 
Education at this Olympiad to host this event, so we are very thankful for this. 
And also we are at a turning point, we hope that we will win the full support 
from the government next year ,and we will have a more equal status with 
other Olympiads. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And I have a not very politically correct question. Do you 
have the favorites at the Olympiad? 

Lex Chalmers: The activities are always a little bit different. One of our very 
good candidates last time performed extremely well in every test except one, 
because something happened on the day. So there are no chances to predict. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And how do you prevent cheating? 

SU-MIN SHEN: It’s students’ own duty. The students are good geographers. 
And good geographers keep their note safe. This is part of the necessary skill, 
I would say. They are grownups. Of course they are still young, but they know 
their duties, and they know they should take care of themselves. Of course we 
have volunteers, we have group leaders to look after them, but still they have 
their own duty to take care of themselves. 

 
Ksenia Ivanenko, Head of the International Relations and Protocol 
Department of the Russian Geographical Society, posed a few questions to the 
event organizers Su-Min Shen, geographer from the Department of 
Geography of the National Taiwan Normal University, and Lex Chalmers, 



Chairperson of the International Geographical Union Commission on 
Geographical Education. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: The first question is about the location. I’m just back from 
the Conference in Israel, and I’ve heard that some time ago the IGU Regional 
Conference and the Olympiad were held in the same country. What is the 
reason for having them in different places this year? 

Lex Chalmers: There was a serious concern, expressed by a number of 
people who are on the Task Force. We felt that if we went to the Olympiad in 
Israel, we would not get the level of participation. We needed to find a place 
that was safe. There were three very good bids, and we are very pleased with 
the choice we’ve made. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: Why Taiwan and why Taipei? It’s pretty far, many 
participants are not used to the climate… 

Su-Min Shen: There is a list of requirements for being a venue to have the 
Olympiad. Every country that is interested in hosting the Olympiad has to 
correspond to these requirements.  And the final decision is made by the iGeo 
Task Force members. They make a kind of assessment to see which country 
is appropriate for this particular event. 

Lex Chalmers: I think there was something else as well. That is that we have 
previously organized a Regional iGeo in Asia. It was the Asian-Pacific 
Regional Competition. And we knew that our colleagues in Asia would do a 
very good job. We don’t want all the time to be in Europe, we like to spread it 
out. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: I know that the Olympiad consists of three different parts: 
the written response test, the multimedia test and the field work test.  Could 
you say a few words the latter? 

Su-Min Shen: The field work test consists of two parts. In the first part, the 
students will go to the field to do the real observation. They will write down 
what they have observed, and then put everything on a map, provided by the 
local organizer. Then this thing will be assessed. It will be a real assessment of 
observation skills that good geographer should have. The second part will be 
based on students’ observations and what they found in the field. It’s a kind of 



issue discussion, a decision-making thing. And the second part will be held 
indoors, whereas the first part is a real outdoors experience. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And what will you do if it rains? 

Su-Min Shen: It doesn’t really matter what the weather will be like. Of course, 
sometimes there is a typhoon coming in the mid-summer. If the government 
gives us the order, we will stop all activities, for the students’ safety.  But 
otherwise, we will give raincoats to students. And I wouldn’t worry so much 
about the rain; I worry more about humidity, as it can go up to 80 %. It may be 
especially difficult for people from Europe. But we have prepared well, we have 
arranged for the water supply. And the team leaders must have advised 
students to prepare properly for these conditions. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: I saw a very good balance between work and cultural 
activities in the programme. What can the students expect? 

Su-Min Shen: Cultural functions are an important element of this event. This 
iGeo is not just for competition, it’s not just about the tests. It’s a cultural 
exchange and a chance to meet people. It’s equally important. Each team 
prepares a piece of performance, a song in their national language, a dance to 
show their national costumes, a game, and they invite people to join. 

Lex Chalmers: Cultural stuff is something that distinguishes our Olympiad 
from other Olympiads, say in Mathematics, in Chemistry, in Physics. They are 
very much focused on the competition, and the narrowness, they don’t mix as 
much as we do. At this Olympiad, for example in the field work test, students 
from different countries will work together. 

Su-Min Shen: We also ask each team to prepare a poster, which should 
concern major geographical issues in their own country. Students will display 
their posters in the very beginning of the event. Then all the participants will 
vote for the best one, which will get a prize. 

Lex Chalmers: It’s very important that students from different countries can 
understand how Taiwan works. We have organized a lot of visits to local 
cultural places. We want them to eat food, to smell the smells, to ride on the 
public transport; we really want them to experience the culture in a way that’s 
not really possible for the young people to do independently. 



Ksenia Ivanenko: Could you comment on what countries’ teams have 
traditionally been leaders at the Olympiad? 

Su-Min Shen: It changes. I’ve been into the Olympiad since 2002. As I can 
recall, Polish students have been very good, Romanian students, students 
from Estonia, from Finland have been very impressive, and also students from 
Australia have been getting better and better in terms of winning medals. And 
as for the students from Taiwan, they are not very familiar with the type of 
questions, so it’s a big challenge for us. But we are getting better and better. 
We got two bronze medals in Tunisia two years ago. 

Lex Chalmers: Having English as the official language of the Olympiad 
privileges English-speaking people considerably, and it’s important that we try 
to make it as easy for people from China, from Taiwan, from places where 
English is not the first language. That has influenced the choice of whether 
people come or not. Because we have a problem with this, we do a lot of work 
with the team leaders, to make sure that translations are available through 
them. 

As for the strongest countries, I think Romania has always impressed me, I 
think Finland has impressed me. Estonia came through with a very good 
candidate in 2006. And the critical thing that makes them so strong is that they 
take it really seriously. Their governments say, Have a training camp, go away 
for two or three weeks and do nothing else but prepare for the Olympiad. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And what are the key things for a team to win? 

Lex Chalmers: One of the rules of the Competition is that each team has to be 
selected on the basis of their national competition in their country. And in New 
Zealand we have a competition that reaches about 350 schools. So, I think 
good preparation is important, having a good national system is important, 
having government support is important. And we are lucky that we have an 
organization that supported all seven Olympiads in which New Zealand 
participated.  And the government gives us some money; it’s coordinated in a 
way that we feel that we expect to get better. 

Su-Min Shen: We have had a similar situation in Taiwan. The government 
actually sponsored us from the first Olympiad we went to in 2002, but with a 
limited amount. And compared with other Olympiads it’s a small amount of 
money and support. But, we got full support from the Ministry of Education at 



this Olympiad to host this event, so we are very thankful for this. And we hope 
that we will win the full support from the government next year, and we will 
have a more equal status with other Olympiads. 

Ksenia Ivanenko: And I have a not very politically correct question. Do you 
have the favorites at the Olympiad? 

Lex Chalmers: The activities are always a little bit different. One of our very 
good candidates last time performed extremely well in every test except one, 
because something happened on the day. So there are no chances to predict. 

 


